
Advanced Water Treatment Prize Competitions

Research and Development Office

Science and Technology Program

Chuck Hennig (chennig@usbr.gov)

Yuliana Porras (yporrasmendoza@usbr.gov)

Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event



2

What are Prize Competitions? 
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Joy’s Law:

“No Matter who you are, most of the smartest people 

work for someone else”

“It is better to create an ecosystem that gets all the 

world’s smartest people toiling in your garden for 

your goals”

Bill Joy, Sun Microsystems co-founder

Prize Competitions is a Tool That Enables Joy’s Law 
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Got a problem?

• Tell the world about it and the what a winning solution would 

have to do,

• Challenge anybody in the world to bring you that winning 

solution,

• Add a monetary and/or non-monetary prize to incentivize the 

competition,

• Launch the competition ,see what you get and make awards 

accordingly.

How does a prize competition (aka challenge) 

work?



Problem Type:

Good solution has been 

evasive or expensive

Solvers we know that 

work in this problem 

space 

Solvers in Other 

Domains we Don’t 

Know

Prize Competition Objective and Target 

Audience

Problem



1919 Orteig Prize 
Charles Lindbergh: Non-Stop Flight NY-Paris

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

Aggregate Prize Purses over $100k

“[T]otal funds from large prizes 

have more than tripled over the 

last decade to surpass $375 

million.”

- “And the winner is…”

McKinsey, 2009

Prize Competitions Not New in the Private 

Sector
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A Sampling of Private Sector Prize 

Competition Platforms and Service Providers
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Learn more at www.usbr.gov/research/challenges

See White House Blog about the Water Prize Competition Center

Authorized by the America COMPETES Act of 2010 (15 USC 3719) 

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2016/08/10/public-sector-prizes-and-challenges-continue-grow-use-and-sophistication
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Partners can Contribute…

• Prize Purse Money

• Technical Experts

• Judges

• Testing Facilities

• Promoting the Competition to Public and Solver 

Communities

• Commercialize Winning Solutions

• Prize Competition Administration 

See Partnership Sources Sought Notice

http://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=55427

http://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=55427
http://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=55427


10

Advanced Water Treatment Prize Competitions

Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

Where Are We at and Where are We Going ?

Interest areas include:

• Develop new sources of water supplies through 

desalination, water recycling, and creative application 

of traditional and non-traditional methods

• Conserve existing water supplies

• Monitor and forecast water supplies and demands

• Optimally manage and operate water storage and 

delivery systems

• Use social and institutional methods to cultivate long-

term solutions

• Conjunctively manage ground and surface waters



Conceptual
Paper Submissions

Stage Gates

Lab-Scale
Prototype Testing 

Submissions

Field Scale
Large, Head-to-Head 

Competition

Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework

Starting Late 2016 - Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

Prize Purse 

Sponsored by 

Bureau of Reclamation

Sponsored by 

Bureau of Reclamation

Sponsored by 

Bureau of Reclamation

Winners

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers With Prize Competitions

yporrasmendoza@usbr.gov

Learn more at 

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html


12

New and Improved 

Processes
New, novel ideas to optimize water 

treatment systems, reduce cost, 

and reduce energy consumption

Alternative/Renewable 

Energy-Powered Systems
Directly coupling 

renewable/alternative energy and 

water treatment systems

Stage 3 - Field Scale Demonstrations

Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework
Expanding Water Supplies by Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

Overcoming Water Reuse 

Barriers
Advancing technical reliability and 

social acceptance

Stage 2 - Lab Scale Prototype Tests 

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers with Prize Competitions

Stage 1 – Concept Proposals

General Topic Garden to Sprout Specific Challenges

Specific Challenge #1  
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New and Improved 

Processes
New, novel ideas to optimize water 

treatment systems, reduce cost, 

and reduce energy consumption

Alternative/Renewable 

Energy-Powered Systems
Directly coupling 

renewable/alternative energy and 

water treatment systems

Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework
Expanding Water Supplies by Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

Overcoming Water Reuse 

Barriers
Advancing technical reliability and 

social acceptance

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers with Prize Competitions

General Topic Garden to Sprout Specific Challenges

More Water Less 

Concentrate 

Stage 1

Beneficial Uses 

for Concentrate  

Stage 1

Water Reuse 

Contaminant 

Smart Sensors

Stage 1

TBD #1 TBD #2 TBD # etc

Specific Challenge Topics
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Learn more at 

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html

Stage 1 Prize Purse: $150,000 

Stage 2 Prize Purse: ~ $450,000 

Stage 3 Prize Purse: ~ $500,000 

Stage 1 Launch: December 2016 

Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework

Expanding Water Supplies by Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers with Prize Competitions

http://www.usbr.gov/research/challenges/upcoming/index.html
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Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework
Expanding Water Supplies by Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

What’s Next Going Forward ?

Fiscal Year 2017 Appropriations for Prize Competitions under Reclamation’s Science and Technology Program:

• Currently operating under a continuing resolutions at $3 million/year for prize competitions

• FY 17 Request before Congress: $8.5 million which includes scale-up for Advanced Water Treatment Grand 

Challenges  

Fiscal year 2017 Appropriations will determine scope and level of effort

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers with Prize Competitions
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Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework
Expanding Water Supplies by Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

What’s Next Going Forward ?

Form Topic Selection Advisory Committees

• End users such as municipal water districts

• Water treatment and renewable/alternative energy product manufactures

• State and Federal regulators

• Subject matter technical experts from public, private, and non-profit organizations

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers with Prize Competitions
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Advanced Water Treatment Grand Challenge Framework
Expanding Water Supplies by Turning Clean Water Innovation into a Global Sporting Event

What’s Next Going Forward ?

Partners can Contribute…

• Prize Purse Money

• Technical Experts

• Judges

• Testing Facilities

• Promoting the Competition to Public and Solver 

Communities

• Commercialize Winning Solutions

• Prize Competition Administration 

Continue to recruit partners from public, industry, venture capital, and non-

profit organizations for specific prize competitions

Blast through Cost, Energy, and Other Barriers with Prize Competitions
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Questions ?

Chuck Hennig Yuliana Porras

Deputy Chief, Research and Development Advanced Water Treatment R&D Program Manager

Bureau of Reclamation Bureau of Reclamation

303.445.2134 303.445.2265

chennig@usbr.gov yporrasmendoza@usbr.gov

mailto:chennig@usbr.gov
mailto:yporrasmendoza@usbr.gov

